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C O V E R  S T O R Y
We live in a world in which the line between right and wrong is blurry at best. 
Political, business, and even religious 
leaders speak of transparency and the 
urgent need for ethical leadership. 
Yet what we see more often is greed, 
self-righteousness, the thirst for 
more power, and blatant disregard 
of ethical absolutes. What else 
would explain major corporations 
skillfully circumventing government 
regulations for years to cut corners 
and raise the bottom line? The 
message is clear: If nobody catches 
you, just go right ahead.
As followers of Jesus we are not 
exempt from tough ethical challenges 
and temptations. In fact, it seems as if 
things get even more complicated when 
we decide to follow Jesus with all our 
heart. Think of the thousands of Adven-
tists who struggle with Sabbath issues 
and find themselves choosing between 
faithfulness to their Lord and providing 
for their families. In some parts of the 
world paying a bribe appears to be the 
only way of doing business—any busi-
ness. Life is often complex and messy, 
and as Christ’s followers we often strug-
gle to find the way that is mapped out 
by Scripture’s absolutes.
Ethics and Scripture
Ethics are generally understood as 
moral principles that govern a per-
son’s or a group’s behavior. They are 
crucial to the way we live and work 
together. They are our guiding prin-
ciples as we relate to the world around 
us; and for Christians they are rooted 
in Scripture. In fact, Christian ethics 
are theology in boots.
Very often when we think of ethics 
we think of laws or explicit statements 
governing individuals and their rela-
tionships to the larger community. Yet 
an important source for ethical prin-
ciples can be found in stories. In reality, 
in most cultures we learn about how 
we should live by listening to stories.
How can we navigate ethical 
dilemmas in tough circumstances?
Files
TheJoseph
Scripture’s stories are full of case 
studies that require our careful atten-
tion. The best way to internalize ethics 
is not to memorize a list of do’s and 
don’ts; we learn better by knowing the 
principles and then seeing them 
applied in real life. That’s why God 
gave only 10 commandments but then 
included hundreds of stories in which 
we see His people grapple with ethical 
challenges. We see their victories, and 
we feel their pain when they fail.
A Rags-to-Riches Story
Joseph’s story, found in Genesis 
37-50, provides a rich tapestry of 
experiences that help us maneuver 
ethical challenges—both individually 
and corporately. You remember the 
gist of it: Joseph, favorite son of his 
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father, Jacob, is one day attacked by 
his brothers and sold into slavery. 
Upon arrival in Egypt, he begins a 
comet-like career in the household of 
Egyptian courtier Potiphar, ultimately 
becoming the second-in-command of 
this important household. Joseph’s 
mettle, though, is soon tested by the 
sexual insinuations and plain invita-
tions of Mrs. Potiphar (her lack of 
name in the narrative gives the reader 
a clue to her real significance), who, 
after having been rejected once too 
often, accuses Joseph of rape.
Consequently, Joseph finds himself 
in prison, and, again, needs to start at 
the bottom. Recognizing the appar-
ently unusual administrative gifts of 
his new prisoner, the keeper of the 
prison commits the running of the 
prison into Joseph’s hands. The narra-
tive continues with a new twist: 
Joseph, the prisoner and right-hand 
man of the prison keeper, is suddenly 
called upon by Pharaoh when the 
king’s magicians and wise men are 
unable to interpret two crucial dreams 
of the ruler. His convincing interpre-
tation of both dreams leads to another 
leadership appointment—truly a rags-
to-riches story worthy of Holly-
wood—culminating in Joseph becom-
ing Egypt’s second-in-command.
It is at this point that Joseph’s story 
interacts again with the story of God’s 
people, Jacob’s family living in Canaan. 
When a severe famine brings his 10 
brothers in search of food to Egypt, 
Joseph is suddenly confronted with his 
past. You remember the rest of the story.
As we think about Joseph’s story 
and his ethical dilemmas and chal-
lenges, let’s highlight four important 
moments in his life that help us 
develop a God-centered ethics.
Crisis and Growth
It has been said that growth is the 
result of successfully overcoming a crisis 
or obstacle. Whatever form this “test-
ing” takes, when we make good choices 
we find ourselves walking more securely 
and standing taller. Biblical scholars 
have long noticed the motif of testing in 
Joseph’s narrative, which seems to echo 
another story of profound testing in 
Genesis when Abraham is told to offer 
his own son (Gen. 22).1
At the outset of Genesis 37 Joseph 
is described as a spoiled tattletale 
receiving preferential parental atten-
tion and living in the midst of a family 
separated by ever-present fissures and 
divided loyalties.
Many have wondered how we can find 
relevant ethical principles in Old Testament 
stories, some of which contain adult 
material. Here are six principles that may 
help in this important journey:4
1. Consider the complete narrative: 
remember the character growth from 
pampered favorite to someone capable of 
radical forgiveness in Joseph’s story.
2. Look for consistency with available 
information: instead of considering David’s 
consumption of the showbread (1 Sam. 21), 
a moral dilemma in which survival trumps 
honesty, remember that Ahimelech, the leading 
priest of Nob, offered the bread after having 
received guidance from God (1 Sam. 22:10).
3. Pay attention to clear contextual 
implications: don’t read too much or too 
little into a narrative.
4. Keep chronological sequence and 
character development in mind: David 
was called “a man after His [God’s] own 
heart” (1 Sam. 13:14) before his polygamous 
marriages and adultery.
5. Consider the important link to the 
Decalogue: a biblical story whose protagonist 
does not live in harmony with the Decalogue 
may be a reality but not an endorsement.
6. Consider the example of Christ: “What 
Would Jesus Do?” (WWJD) is not just a 
well-known, slightly worn slogan, but surely 
represents the litmus test of ethical living.
4 Adapted from Ron du Preez, “Delights and Dangers of Using 
Stories for Sermons: How to Interpret and Apply Biblical 
Narrative,” in The Word of God for the People of God: A 
Tribute to the Ministry of Jack J. Blanco, ed. Ron du Preez et 
al. (Collegedale, Tenn.: School of Religion, Southern Adventist 
University, 2004), pp. 508-518.
Ethical Principles in Stories?
When his own brothers sell Joseph 
into slavery, Joseph’s entire world 
crumbles. His status as slave of Potiphar 
(Gen. 37:36; 39:1) seemingly offered no 
opportunity of leadership; and yet, rec-
ognizing that “the Lord was with 
Joseph” (Gen. 39:2), Potiphar embraces 
the potential of his new slave and 
makes him his steward. This change of 
circumstances is part of God’s testing 
and is repeated twice more in Joseph’s 
story. God’s active involvement in the 
narrative is visible in the many refer-
ences to His blessings (verses 2, 3, 5, 21, 
23); He is there, even if He resides in 
Potiphar’s slave quarters.
Chapters 42-45 are the main focus 
of testing of the narrative and involve 
the testing of Joseph’s brothers. One 
of the key verbs of the semantic 
domain of testing, bakhan, appears in 
Genesis 42:15, 16, when Joseph, after 
having recognized his brothers (verse 
8), establishes a public procedure to 
determine if they are Canaanite spies.
Interestingly, testing takes different 
shapes and forms. Abraham’s faith is 
tested on Moriah (Gen. 22), while 
Israel’s endurance is tested in the wil-
derness.2 This experience of refining is 
in line with other “testing” experiences 
and serves to enhance Joseph’s faith 
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and fidelity. The spoiled tattletale is 
transformed into the mature and tem-
pered leader of Genesis 42. Crisis and 
testing leads to growth and transfor-
mation—two key characteristics of 
any follower of Jesus.
The biblical texts suggest that both 
Joseph and his brothers experienced 
growth as they faced testing and crises. 
The brothers’ response regarding their 
identity (verse 13) was truthful, even 
though they did not mention how the 
one brother was “no more.” The verbal 
recognition of their guilt (verse 21) 
included in their dialogue among 
themselves, as well as Judah’s later inter-
cession for Benjamin during the second 
visit to Egypt (Gen. 44:18-34) all point 
to increased maturity and growth.
Temptation and Victory
Beginning with the Fall, tempta-
tion has become our constant com-
panion. Temptations characterize also 
Joseph’s story. Following his comet-
like ascent to be second-in-command 
of Potiphar’s household, one day 
Joseph hears an unmistakable invita-
tion: “Lie with me” (Gen. 39:7, 12). In 
Hebrew it’s a terse two-word sexual 
proposition. Joseph’s response is sig-
nificantly longer and provides an 
explanation of his rejection to Mrs. 
Potiphar’s proposition. Besides disap-
pointing his master’s trust, the main 
argument against Mrs. Potiphar’s 
proposition is God-centered recogni-
tion that any sin does not only affect 
human relationships but invades and 
distorts primarily the human-divine 
sphere: “How then can I do this great 
wickedness, and sin against God?” 
(verse 9) employs terminology that is 
often used in confessional statements 
(cf. 1 Kings 8:47; 2 Chron. 6:37;  
Jer. 14:20).
Sin destroys relationships on all 
levels; adultery, the sin envisioned in 
Genesis 39, was considered a capital 
offense in Old Testament law, whose 
penalty was death by stoning (Lev. 
Victory over this real temptation 
marked Joseph’s career and is also the 
sign of biblical leadership. Interest-
ingly, classical prophets in Israel and 
Judah often spoke against the abusive 
use of power, especially considering 
weaker groups of society, including 
widows, orphans, and foreigners (Isa. 
1:23; 10:2; Jer. 7:6; 22:3; Eze. 22:7; 
Zech. 7:10; cf. God’s characterization 
in Deut. 10:18).
Mine and Yours
Things can get in the way of healthy 
relationships. Joseph’s flaunting presen-
tation of his special coat provokes 
deep-seated hate and envy in his broth-
ers (Gen. 37:8, 11). The use of posses-
sive pronouns illustrates this nicely. 
Judah’s “our brother” (verse 26) leads to 
Joseph’s sale to the slave traders (at least 
his life was saved) and the bloodstained 
tunic presented to their father Jacob is 
“his” and “your son’s” (verse 32).
“Mine” and “yours” are also visible 
in Mrs. Potiphar’s intended seduction. 
“Lie with me” is clearly all about “I” 
and “mine.” Joseph’s response empha-
sizes “his,” referring to his master and 
his God. Yet in the midst of this battle 
between selfish whims and God-cen-
tered victory over sin stands God, 
whose involvement in Joseph’s affairs 
is repeatedly mentioned, because it is 
God who gave him [Joseph] favor 
(Gen. 39:21) and who is with him 
(verse 23)—again and again.
Mine and yours is not only about 
selfishness. It is the recognition that 
we are part of something bigger than 
ourselves. It reminds us of the fact 
20:10; Deut. 22:22).
Temptation usually requires a 
response and a decision. We can either 
“fall” in temptation or gain victory 
over temptation. Joseph’s consistent 
rejecting “day by day” (Gen. 39:10) 
and his decision to rather lose an item 
of clothing than be overcome by 
temptation (literally!) provide great 
examples for contemporary readers 
who recognize the destructive force of 
sin—personal and collective—on 
relationships.
Most Western readers will not 
catch the strong social implications of 
a man fleeing from a woman and the 
shame associated with such an action. 
Yet for Joseph shame was a lesser evil 
than the relationship-destroying 
effects of sin. Thus, God’s honor was 
more important than Joseph’s honor.
And there is more to temptation in 
Joseph’s story. Temptation also lurks 
in his interaction with his brothers 
once they come to Egypt in search of 
food and survival. As Egypt’s second-
in-command, it would have been an 
easy task to have his brothers executed 
on some trumped-up charges. His 
near-absolute power would have suf-
ficed to settle old scores.
Yet, while there is an element of 
testing (see above), there is no hint of 
revenge or the settling of scores in the 
narrative. The abuse of power is, 
unfortunately, a sad reality, both 
inside and outside of God’s people. It 
represents a vivid and strong tempta-
tion to any leader, especially in con-
texts in which power is bundled or 
concentrated.
Christian ethics are  
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that God is always part of the equa-
tion. Whether publicly or behind the 
scenes, God is engaged in this world. 
Since Golgotha we cannot feign igno-
rance, because He has made His com-
mitment to this world visible and tan-
gible. God has become part of the pic-
ture, the process, the purpose, and the 
ultimate perspective.
It Is God
Where is God in Joseph’s story? 
some have asked. God’s presence is 
complex and at times hidden. After all, 
He is the God who allows bad things 
to happen to good, or at least “reason-
ably good,” people. God does not save 
Joseph out of the pit, and He does not 
protect His child from suffering abuse 
and facing temptation. His presence 
(and blessing) is often tentative and 
mediated by Joseph. God blesses Poti-
phar and Pharaoh’s prison because of 
Joseph. God’s voice can be heard qui-
etly as He communicates life—and 
death—to those who dream His 
dreams (Gen. 37; 40; 41). Joseph’s rec-
ognition of this important concept 
can be heard numerous times (cf. Gen. 
41:16); yet there is one that stands out.
The “It is God” of Genesis 45:5-8 
really represents the theological heart 
of the Joseph narrative. When Joseph 
Wrapping Up
Joseph’s story provides a wonderful 
canvas, helping us to look at our own 
stories and our ethical failings and vic-
tories. We can see that crisis is the cat-
alyst for growth, that temptation leads 
to victory—or defeat—and that 
“mine” and “yours” are often side-
shows that distract us from the truth 
that true character growth happens 
within a larger community that helps 
me look beyond myself. Finally, the “It 
is God” angle needs to become the 
driving force of every plan, activity, 
and decision. When God becomes part 
of the equation, we are set free to for-
get ourselves and can begin to live 
God-centered lives that echo the val-
ues of heaven. !
1 Gregory S. Smith, The Testing of God’s Sons: The Refining of 
Faith as a Biblical Theme (Nashville: B&H Publishing, 2014), 
pp. 49-67.
2 The book of Numbers documents this testing repeatedly.
3 V. P. Hamilton, The Book of Genesis: Chapters 18-50, NICOT 
(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1995), p. 577.
finally reveals his true identity to his 
brothers and they stand dumbfounded 
and terrified before him, Joseph 
breathes, “It is God.” “It is God” is 
meant to communicate goodwill and 
the key Christian concept that God is 
ultimately in control of our lives. 
While human beings plot, plan, forget, 
and remember, God is silently and 
competently at work behind the 
scenes—through slavery, times of test-
ing, imprisonment, and, finally, public 
recognition and installation in the 
highest echelons of power. All along 
the way God planned to preserve: a 
family, a people, and a world. Through 
Joseph God has turned what was 
meant to destroy into something that 
builds up and sustains (cf. Prov. 16:4, 
7; 19:21; Rom. 8:28).
Intriguingly, when God moves we 
begin to recognize our own, often 
marginal, position in His plans. 
Joseph never highlights his contribu-
tion to God’s plan but always starts 
with God. As noted by one commen-
tator: “Joseph talks more about God 
than about Joseph.”3
“It is God” represents the healthy 
recognition that even our best will do 
little to gain success. It leaves space for 
God to act, guide, direct, and work 
quietly behind the scenes.
Gerald A. Klingbeil 
serves as an associate 
editor of Adventist World 
and hopes to see God in 
the nitty-gritty of his life—every day.
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